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SUMMARY DESCRIPTION 

Located in Virginia's central Piedmont region twenty miles east of the Blue Ridge Mountains, 
the Madison-Barbour Rural Historic district encompasses roughly 32,520 acres of western 
Orange County. The district's boundaries are defined on the north by Madison County and the 
Rapidan River; on the east by a line running parallel with Route IS, a highway linking the 
towns of Orange and Gordonsville; on the south by the Albernarle County line, and on the west 
by a series of roads and ridges and the Greene County line. Physically, the district is 
characterized by rich, well-drained soils, rolling terrain and an even mix of agricultural 
and forest land. The area's mix of hilly and undulating terrain and abundant open land 
affords expansive and varied vistas of the unspoiled countryside. A product of 260 years of 
Old World settlement, the landscape retains extensive evidence of earlier habitation. 
Complementing natural elements such as streams, hiUs and mature woodlands are cultural 
features such as early settlements, field patterns, circulation routes, hedgerows, 
fencelines, roadbeds and gardens. Cultural patterns are also reflected in the area's broad 
range of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century architecture. While the Madison-Barbour 
District is perhaps best known for its large and imposing Federal, Greek Revival and 
Georgian Revival plantation and country houses, most contributing buildings are the product 
of a long vernacular building tradition. Although the district is characterized by a 
dispersed settlement pattern of individual farmsteads, it contains several small 
communities, including Tibbstown, a rural black settlemeatestablished soon after the Civil 
War, and BarboursviUe, a crossroads and railroad hamlet dating to the mid-nineteenth 
century. Modern intrusions in the district are minimal, despite the area's proximity to the 
city of Charlottesville and the towns of Culpeper, Orange and Gordonsville. Among the 886 
architectural resources contributing to the historic character of the district are 775 
buildings; these consist mainly of farm dwellings and their associated agricultural and 
service buildings. Other contributing buildings include six chl~rches, eleven commercial 
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The Madison-Barbour Rural Historic District is located in central Piedmont 
Virginia about twenty miles east of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Straddling the 
Virginia horse belt, the district encompasses about fifty square miles in western 
Orange County. The district is one of the best-preserved and most scenic rural 
landscapes in the upper Piedmont. The gently rolling, semimountainous terrain is 
broken intermittently by broad stretches of level ground. A web of roadways, many of 
which date to the colonial period, offer the traveler frequent and expansive views of 
unspoiled countryside. The district is distinguished today, as it has been since the 
eighteenth century, by unusually large landholdings. The wealth generated by these 
large tracts of exceptionally productive, well-drained soil encouraged landowning 
families to erect some of the finest country houses in the state. The district's 
name refers to two of the area's most prominent landholding families: the Madisons 
and the Barbours. Both families produced political leaders of national stature, and 
both erected architecturally important plantation complexes--Montpelier and 
Barboursville--that still stand. In all, the district contains some 886 contributing 
architectural resources, including over .three hundred_.dwellings running the gamut of 
national styles and vernacular forms and reflecting a broad socio-econornjc spectrum. 
Best known for its large estates with imposing Federal and Georgian-style mansions, 
the district also contains exemplary groupings of a g r i c d ~ d  buildings and locally 
significant religious, commercial, and transportation-related structures. Too, the 
Madison-Barbour Historic District retains a high degree of integrity as a historic 
landscape, illustrating the long-term interadion of human and natural forces. Its 
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6 .  HISTORIC FUNCTIONS: 

DOMESTIC 
camp 
village site 

AGRICULTURE 
processing 
agricultural field 
animal facili 
horticultural?aciliy 
agricultural outbul ding 

TRANSPORTATION 
rail-related 
road-related 

LANDSCAPE: 

F:;:? 
street furniture/object 

FUNERARY 
cemetery 
graves/ burials 

RELIGION 
religious structure 

COMMERCE 
s eciality store a epartment store 
warehouse 

EDUCATION 
school 

SOCIAL 
meeting hall 

GOVERNMENT 
post office 

RECREATION AND CULTURE 
monument/marker 
work of art 
sports facility 
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INDUSTRY/PROCESSING/EXTRA~ON 
manufactunng facility 
waterworks 

DEFENSE 
fortification 

CURRENT FUNCTIONS: 

AGRICULTURE 

TRANSPORTATION 
rail-related 
road-related 

LANDSCAPE 

K,";,d,"t" 
street furniture/object 

FUNERARY 
cemetery 

RELIGION 
religious structure 

COMMERCE 
s ecialty store 
Bepartment store 

SOCIAL 
meeting hall 

GOVERNMENT 
post office 

RECREATION AND CULTLJRE 
monument/marker 
work of art 
sports facility 
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7. ARCHITECTURAL CLASSIFICATION: 

EARLY REPUBLIC 
Early Classical Revival 
Federal 

MID-19TH CENTURY 
Greek Revival 
Gothic Revival 

LATE VICTORIAN 
Italianate 
Queen Anne 

LATE 19TH AND 20TH CENTURY REVIVALS 
Colonial Revival 
Classical Revival 

LATE 19TH AND EARLY 20TH CENTURY AMERICAN MOVEMENTS 
Bungalow/Craftsman 

OTHER 
I House 
Foursquare 

7b MATERIALS; 

STONE 
granite 
sandstone 

METAL 
iron 
tin 

STUCCO 

CONCRETE 

CERAMIC TILE 
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James Dinsmore, designerlbuilder 
John Neilson, designerlbuilder 
John Perry, designerlbuilder 
Hugh Chisholm, builder 
James Bradley, builder 
Edward Ancel, builder 
William A. Jennings, architectlbuilder 
George E. Ficklin, designerlbuilder 
Perkins Brothers, builders 
George Franklin Barber, architect 
Griffin & Wynkoop, architectural firm 
Horace Wells ~ e ~ l k r s ,  architect 
Lloyd C. Mayor, architect 
William L. Bottomley, architect 
Umberto Imocenti, landscape architect 
Charles Gillette, landscape architect 
Carneal & Johnston, architectural firm 
Henderson Heyward, architect 
John Colvin, builder 
Sears, Roebuck and Company 
Montgomery Ward Company 
Hodgson Company 
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buildings, and three railroad depots. The district's i l l  contributing "structures" are 
related mainly to agricultural production, but also include elements such as bridges, 
culverts, garden walls and gateways. Other contributing resources include one object and 
twenty cemeteries. Noncontributing architectural elements include 319 buildings (mostly 
post-1940 houses and farm buildings), 137 structures (mostly recent outbuildings and farm 
structures), and twenty-two objects (mostly mobile homes). In addition, the district 
contains important archaeological resources. Archaeological investigations have identified 
205 contributing sites within the nominated boundaries of the Madison-Barbour Rural Historic 
District. Mostly located within the 3500 acres subjected to systematic surveys, these sites 
span the entire period of human occupation in the region, from before 8000 B.C. to the 
twentieth century AD. The sample documented through archaeological survey is 
representative of a wide range of both prehistoric and historic site types in Virginia's 
northern Piedmont and its diverse environmental settings. Archaeological investigations 
have shown these sites to be in a good state of preservation, a situation enhanced by the 
rural nature of the nominated acreage. 

THE LANDSCAPE 

The Madison-Barbour Historic District lies in the north central region of the Virginia 
Piedmont, about thirty-five miles west of the fall line and twenty miles east of the Blue 
Ridge Mountains. Washington, D.C. is located seventy miles northeast; Richmond, sixty miles 
southeast; Fredericksburg, thirty-five miles east, and Charlottesville fifteen miles 
southwest. The town of Orange, the county seat (pop. 2600), lies a half mile from the 
northeast comer of the district, and the town of Gordonsville (pop. 1400) lies just outside 
the district's southeast boundary. 

The Rapidan River, a tributary of the Rappahamock, describes the district's northern 
boundary. Roughly forty feet wide during low-water seasons, the Rapidan is marginally 
navigable; during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries it served as a commercial 
corridor. Other streams in the district, none of them more than ten feet wide, include 
Happy Creek and Church, Marsh, Beaver, Hen, Bacon, Barbour and Madison runs. Most of the 
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district's small streams run north to  the Rapidan, but those in the southeast drain to the 
South Anna River, a tributary of the York. 

The district's terrain varies from one locale to another, but overall it is characterized by 
gently undulating land dissected by streambeds and interrupted by small mountains. 
Elevations range from about 400 feet above sea level in the bottomlands bordering the 
Rapidan, to 1200 feet at the tallest peaks. The highest hills represent northern segments 
of the Southwest Mountains, a chain running south to Charlottesville. Located in the 
southern and eastern parts of the district, these compact peaks rise 350 to 700 feet above 
valleys of 500-foot elevation. The tallest is Cowherd Mountain in the south central part of 
the district, just west of Gordonsville. The next highest peaks occur in a four-mile range 
running along the district's east edge, just west of Route 15. There Cameron Mountain, 
Merry Mountain, Scott Mountain and Gibson Mountain rise gradually some 350 to 600 feet above 
the valley floor. Elsewhere, particularly in the northeast part of the district, hills like 
Mount Athos and Chicken Mountain rise 100 to 250 feet above the surrounding countryside. 

The soils of the Madison-Barbour District are generally rich, reddish-brown silt loams 
overlying red clay subsoil. Awide variety of igneous, metamorphic and sedimentary rocks 
ranging in age from the Paleozoic to Triassic lie beneath these soils. These include 
sandstones, red shale, greenstone, schists and gneiss. Outcrops are relatively rare, 
occurring mainly in stream beds and on steep mountain slopes. 

The district enjoys a mild, seasonal climate with abundant rainfall. Monthly precipitation 
ranges from about three inches in winter to more than four inches in summer, and the growing 
season extends from about April 15 to October 28. The temperate climate, together with the 
fertile, deep and well-drained soils, produces abundant vegetation. 

Before Old World immigrants settled the region, the land was blanketed by a nearly 
continuous climax forest dominated by oaks, hickories and chestnuts. Chestnuts were 
decimated during a nationwide blight in the early part of this century, but oaks and 
hickories still dominate in the district's mature forests. Other important native hardwood 
species include yellow poplar, black gum, soft maples and beech. Softwoods, which 
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predominate in plantations or in immature forests, include Virginia pine, shortleaf pine, 
red cedar and loblolly pine. 

The district's natural setting has been molded over the past 260 years to produce a 
landscape expressing the mutual interaction of man and nature. Although the terrain, 
watercourses, climate and soils have been little altered, the region's vegetation and 
general appearance has been transformed by human activities such as agriculture, tree 
felling, construction and roadbuilding. 

Today, as for the past two and a half centuries, land use in the district is predominantly 
agricultural and residential. Historically, agriculture has included of both crop 
cultivation and livestock raising. In the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, crop 
production was predominant, with open land being devoted to tobacco, corn and a variety of 
subsistence crops. Livestock was raised only for family use. Cattle were put out to graze 
on worn-out tobacco lands, and hogs were left to forage in the woods. 

Because tobacco severely depleted the soil, tobacco fields were frequently abandoned to grow 
up in woods and brush. In the eighteenth century, tobacco culture and limited animal 
husbandry created a landscape very different from today's. Then, most non-forested land was 
either in crops or temporarily fallow; there was little of the open pastureland that 
characterizes the district today. 

The agricultural landscape changed gradually in the nineteenth century. Beginning in mid- 
century, with the arrival of railroads, large numbers of livestock could be profitably 
shipped to market in Washington and other cities. Beef and dairy products became 
increasingly important in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and 
subsequently more land was given over to pasturage. Tobacco cultivation, meanwhile, 
decreased in importance until, by 1900, it had become a minor crop. In the 1920s, beef and 
dairy products represented about sixty percent of the county's agricultural income. By the 
mid-1980s, over ninety percent of the value of Orange County's agricultural production was 
derived from livestock and poultry; the balance came mainly from corn, wheat and soybeans. 
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Today roughly half the land area in the Madison-Barbour District is covered in forest; the 
rest is open, most of it in pasture. The ratio of woodland to openland has varied 
marginally in the past two hundred years; around 1910, for example, seventy percent or more 
of the region's land was in pasture or crops. Then, as now, only land on the lower 
elevations and gradual slopes could be efficiently exploited for crops and pasturage. In 
the eastern two-thirds of the district over eighty percent of the land on lower elevations 
is currently open; large stands of forest are restricted to the crests and slopes of 
mountains above the 600-foot elevation line. In contrast, the relatively level terrain in 
the northwest sector of the district is today largely forested; in the nineteenth century a 
considerably larger proportion was farmed. 

In the eighteenth century, farmers sometimes used steep grades for tobacco cultivation. 
Today, however, crops are raised only on land of moderate incline. The best cropland is in 
the north-central part of the district near Somerset. There, particularly along the 
Rapidan, broad fields of corn and wheat stretch uninterrupted for distances of a mile or 
more. 

Commercial lumbering has been an important industry in the area since the late nineteenth 
century, when portable sawmills and rail transport made harvesting and shipping timber a 
profitable enterprise. Today a sizeable part of the district's forestland, particularly in 
the northwest segment, is planted in pines. However, on mountains and hillsides in the 
eastern part of the district, mature hardwood forests feature a healthy mix of native 
species including oaks, hickories, yellow poplar, black gum and beech. In the past fifty 
years these forests have been selectively cut, leaving a percentage of trees that are now 
nearing the century mark. Some trees in the district are considerably older; foresters 
believe that small stands on the Montpelier tract and elsewhere date to the mid-eighteenth 
century or earlier. 

The natural landscape of the Madison-Barbour District has determined settlement as well as 
agricultural patterns. The district's broad, gently undulating lowlands show the clearest 
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imprint human activity. Through them run the district's major roads, and along the roads-- 
or within a few hundred yards of them--stand most of the district's dwellings and 
farmsteads. 

Until the twentieth century, the major organizing unit of the cultural landscape was the 
individual farmstead. Although today farms seem to be tributaries of the road system, the 
reverse was true in the eighteenth century: the first roads accommodated themselves to the 
earliest landholdings. When the English colonists of Tidewater first entered the territory 
now known as Orange County, it was a trackless wilderness dominated by climax forests and 
big game. The first European marks on the landscape were axe chops on tree trunks, marks 
that defined arbitrary lines drawn up in the colonial patent office in Williamsburg. More 
often than not, these boundaries cut straight lines across the landscape, disregarding 
natural features. They ran for distances of several hundred yards to several miles. 
Eventually the boundaries were marked by hedgerows, fencelines, and tree lines, some of 
which remain today. 

The fertile soils and gentle terrain of the Madison-Barbour District, made doubly valuable 
by proximity to the semi-navigable Rapidan River, attracted wealthy planters and land 
speculators in the 1720s and '30s. These men took the best land first, leaving smaller 
farmers to settle the poorer upcountry lands a generation later. These first landholdings 
were often enormous, comprising thousands of acres. (President James Madison's grandfather, 
Ambrose Madison, took out a patent for 4675 acres in present Orange County in 1723). This 
initial division of the land was decisive: the majority of the area encompassed by today's 
Madison-Barbour District continued to be held by large planters throughout the eighteenth 
and much of the nineteenth century. 

Following the English custom of primogeniture, many large landowners left the bulk of their 
land to their eldest sons. They, in turn, repeated the process in the next generation or 
sold the land to other rich planters. 7% historical pattern, reinforced by the land's 
intrinsic value, has kept Madison-Barbour fanns larger than those of surrounding areas. The ' 

Montpelier tract, for example, has remained at over a thousand acres for nearly two and a 
half centuries. And although land was often divided on the death of a landowner, it was 
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also consolidated on a regular basis by prosperous farmers wishing to expand their acreage. 
This process of expansion and consolidation took on a new dimension in the mid-nineteenth 
century with the influx of wealthy urbanites. Men like Richard Haxall, owner of one of 
Richmond's biggest flour mills, accumulated a thousand acres around his summer retreat 
Rocklands beginning in the 1850s. Later, men like Alexander Cameron of Cameron Lodge and 
William duPont of Montpelier built sprawling country estates out of former tobacco farms. 
This process has continued to the present, with farms like Hampstead and Somerset expanding 
operations to meet the demands of an age in which farms must be big to be profitable. 

Until World War 11, nearly every family living in the Madison-Barbour District made its 
living from the land. This is no longer true: today most of those living in the district 
commute to jobs in Orange, Gordonsville or Charlottesville. All the same, the large 
majority of non-timbered land is still farmed. Properties that continue as farms are 
relatively large, ranging from about one hundred acres to over two thousand acres. Resident 
owners, some with outside jobs, actively manage many of the smaller and some of the larger 
farmsteads in the district. Other farms, particularly the largest ones, are run by farm 
managers or are leased to neighboring farmers. Somerset Plantation, one of the district's 
Largest farms, is owned by a syndicate and operated by employees. In contrast, Hampstead 
Farm, an equally large concern with eight hundred acres of openland, is a "hands-on" farm 
run by its owner, William Speiden. 

General prosperity since World War II has helped keep the district's old farmsteads 
inhabited, despite the precipitous decline in the agricultural workforce. Yet while 
farmhouses are maintained, their associated outbuildings and farm buildings, having outlived 
their original uses, are left vacant. A large percentage of farm buildings are dilapidated 
or decaying, and some that serve new uses have been altered. Yet despite attrition, the 
district still retains a larger proportion of early farm buildings than many areas of 
central Piedmont. 

The fields these structures served are changing too, but at a slower rate than the 
buildings. Field patterns in many parts of the district are very close to what they were a 
half-century or more ago. Fencelines and tree lines have remained constant, especially in 
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areas long used for grazing. Many of these follow property lines established in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and some follow colonial patent lines. Several early 
field boundaries and road traces on the Montpelier and Rocklands properties, for example, 
follow lines established in the 1720s, and one segment of the 1723 Ambrose Madison-Thomas 
Chew patent line serves as part of the northeast boundary for the historic district. 

THE ARCHITECI'URE 

The great majority of architectural resources in the Madison-Barbour Historic District-- 
those considered "contributing" under National Register criteria--date from the mid- 
nineteenth through the first third of the twentieth century. Over ninety-five percent of 
these are either dwellings, domestic outbuildings, or farm structures; the rest run the 
gamut from transportation-related structures to churches and commercial buildings. In this 
regard, the Madison-Barbour District is similar to other areas of rural Virginia. What sets 
i t  apart architecturally is the relatively large number of structures--including farm 
buildings--surviving from before the Civil War, and the outstanding architectural quality of 
its early twentieth-century estates. 

The buildings that do survive are, of course, a highly selected sample. The best and most 
substantial buildings of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries have tended to survive to 
the present, as have those buildings that continued to fill a useful function. A relatively 
large percentage of houses built for the wealthy survive, whereas the dwellings of the poor 
do not. Similarly, buildings like slave quarters, detached kitchens and smokehouses, which 
became outmoded over time, have mostly disappeared. In their place stands only the main 
dwelling of a farm, which survives because it has proven adaptable to the needs of new 
generations. 

The process of natural decay, together with social and economic change, has produced a 
landscape that offers a skewed and fragmentary view of the past. While the Madison-Barbour ' 

District's architectural landscape may be considered "historic," it does not offer an 
objective or balanced view of the past. Rather, it yields a few selected pieces of a jigsaw 
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puzzle, pieces that must be studied carefully in order to mentally reconstruct the 
district's character at any given period. Several fields of inquiry can aid in this 
process. Archaeology, documentary research and comparative study of early architecture, 
can, in concert, help create models of the many architectural landscapes that have succeeded 
one another over two and a half centuries of European settlement. 

Most difficult to reconstruct is the earliest period of settlement, which began in the 1720s 
as the first settlers moved west from Tidewater. No typical dwellings of the pioneer 
period in Piedmont survive, but early travelers' accounts indicate that they were, for the 
most part, hastily and cheaply built wooden structures containing only one or two small 
rooms. Housing improved over time as settlers moved beyond subsistence-level agriculture; 
but cramped, poorly built structures continued to house most poor and middling farm families 
throughout the eighteenth century and well into the nineteenth century. 

With one exception(the original portion of the Madison house Montpelier, built ca. 1760-65) 
the earliest documented buildings in the district date to the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. These structures include one church and fifteen or twenty dwellings. 
In all cases they are relatively large buildings representing the upper reaches of the 
social spectrum; most of them, moreover, have been considerably altered. 

The earliest buildings in the district representing middle-class farm families date to the 
mid-nineteenth century. Two or three antebellum slave quarters also survive, providing 
evidence of how some of the district's better-housed blacks lived during the latter years of 
slavery. The earliest surviving farm buildings and outbuildings in the district also date 
from the mid-nineteenth century. These include five or six antebellum barns, a class of 
buildings that have been little studied and of which few central Piedmont examples have been 
recorded. 

As living standards rose over the course of the nineteenth century, people of all economic 
levels built bigger and more substantial houses and farm buildings. Roughly sixty dwellings * 

and an equal number offarm buildings survive from the period between 1870 and 1900. By far 
the largest and most diverse group of buildings, however, date from the present century. 














































































































































































































































































































